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Personal
Barriers to Preventing
Violence and Abuse

Women talk about domestic violence
written by Jason Bergreen,
The Salt Lake Tribune, Salt Lake City, Utah, October 17, 2005, p. B1

In this newspaper story two women who are deaf share their experiences of
domestic violence by their partners. Susanna put up with 8 years of frequent
beatings and rape by her boyfriend. She finally fled to a domestic violence shelter
that specialized in helping people who are deaf and hard of hearing after her
boyfriend threw their infant daughter against the wall of her apartment. Teri
endured 10 years of emotional abuse by her husband. She moved into a safe
house with her two children (ages 4 and 8) after learning that there was help
available.
It is often difficult for people who have never been abused to understand how
people stay with their abusers. Perhaps you have thought or have heard someone
say something like “I know I’d never put up with being abused. One hit and he
(or she) would be out.” Susanna stayed with her abusive boyfriend for 8 years.
Teri stayed with her abusive husband for 10 years. I hope you know that part of
the answer to the question “Why did they stay for so long?” is because of systemic
barriers. Another reason is because of the personal barriers. Personal barriers are
the lack of knowledge and skills and the negative thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and
fears within a person that result in disempowerment.
Before you learn more about personal barriers,

?

Ask Yourself…
What kinds of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, or fears do I think Susanna and Teri might
have had that kept them from leaving their abusers?
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OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE
You learned about systemic barriers before personal barriers for two reasons. The
first reason is personal barriers are often created by and reinforced by systemic
barriers. The impact of systemic barriers on personal barriers will become quite
clear as you learn more about the specific types. The second reason is that people
who want to help victims of violence and abuse tend to focus on dealing with the
personal barriers. Why? Because it is easier to “fix” the person being abused than it
is to “fix” organizational and societal barriers. However, if we only focus on fixing
the person, we will never truly solve the problem.
In the United States in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as a society we began to
recognize the problem of domestic violence toward women. The view of domestic
violence slowly started to shift away from one of a personal, private family issue to
a public problem. Battered woman syndrome (BWS), based on the theories of the
cycle of violence and learned helplessness, was proposed as an explanation for why
some women stayed in abusive relationships (Walker, 2000). Learned helplessness
will be explained later in the chapter. Let’s look at the cycle of violence.
The Walker Cycle Theory of Violence (discussed earlier in Chapter 2) explains
that each abuse episode has three distinct phases: 1) tension building, 2) the abusive
episode, and 3) honeymoon or loving-contrition (the abuser may apologize, show
kindness, and act remorseful) (Walker, 2000, pp. 126–127). The third phase provides
the positive reinforcement that keeps many women from leaving their abusers. The
symptoms of BWS include “low self-esteem, self-blame, anxiety, depression, fear,
suspiciousness, and loss of belief in possible change” (Tang, 2003, p. 619). The symptoms of BWS are personal barriers that are created by and reinforced by the abuser
and other systemic barriers.
The people that we interact with and the environments where we live, learn,
work, and play influence how we feel about ourselves. For example, the messages
that you hear from the people in your life shape how you think about yourself
as a person. The messages can be empowering or disempowering. People who
hear disempowering messages on a regular basis, such as “you can’t,” “you’ll never
learn,” “you’re no good,” or “no one else will ever love you,” may internalize these
messages and begin to actually believe them. The experience of being beaten down
by negative messages and experiences does not only affect people with disabilities.
Let’s look at several personal barriers that are particularly harmful to people
with disabilities:
• Learned helplessness
• Low self-esteem
• Self-blame
• Denial
• Sense of responsibility to others
• Fear of retaliation
• Fear of the unknown
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• Fear of losing custody of children
• Lack of knowledge and skills
• Poverty
As you read about the personal barriers you may identify a personal barrier that you
or someone with a disability you support has experienced that is not mentioned.
Not every possible personal barrier is being discussed. What is most important is
that you become more aware of how personal barriers overwhelm, discourage, and
immobilize victims. Just like systemic barriers, personal barriers increase vulnerability to violence toward and abuse of people with disabilities. Personal barriers also
make it more difficult to end abusive relationships and get out of abusive situations.
It is also important to be familiar with personal barriers in order to avoid blaming
victims who stay in abusive situations. An understanding of the personal barriers
helps professionals, family members, and others avoid suggesting easy solutions
that do not reflect how dangerous it is to report and leave or get rid of abusers.
Since you are already familiar with the systemic barriers affecting Joyce, the
Learning Activity at the end of the chapter will ask you to think about how each
personal barrier might apply to Joyce’s story. Let’s start with learned helplessness.

LEARNED HELPLESSNESS

?

Ask Yourself…
Have I ever experienced learned helplessness?
Do I know someone who fits my definition of learned helplessness?
How do people learn to be helpless?
Learned helplessness is “the belief that one’s actions have no influence on future
outcomes” (Sobsey, 1994, p. 164). Learned helplessness is one of the theories used
to explain why women in particular stay in abusive relationships. Women who
experience abuse over a long period of time lose the ability to predict how others
(the abuser) will respond to what they do (Walker, 2000). Let’s look at an example
of how learned helplessness can happen.

Example of Learned Helplessness
If you cooked your partner’s favorite dinner, what reaction do you think that you
would get from him or her? Perhaps you might get a hug or be shown some other
type of affection. Perhaps you would be praised or thanked for cooking a favorite
meal. So, let’s say that your partner’s reaction was to give you a great big hug and
tell you that the meal was delicious. Now two weeks go by and you decide to once
again cook your partner’s favorite dinner. This time the reaction that you get is
totally different. Your partner tells you that you are a horrible cook and dumps the
food down the garbage disposal. This is not the reaction that you expected to
receive. The person’s reaction to your kindness does not make any sense. You try to
assert yourself by talking with your partner about how you feel about his or her
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treatment of you. You try to find out what might have provoked his or her behavior. Maybe in response to your communication, your partner apologizes and tells
you it will never happen again. Now imagine that your partner’s pattern of unpredictable behavior occurred all the time and in many different situations. Sometimes
your partner is nice and loving in response to your kindness. Other times you are
subjected to threats, name calling, destruction of property, or physical assault. Over
time, despite all of your efforts to work on your relationship with your partner and
after living in constant fear of the next abusive episode, you might come to believe
that there is absolutely nothing you can do to change your life. You now fit the
description of someone who has learned helplessness.
Learned helplessness is not the same as being helpless. Rather, learned helplessness happens when people learn that their efforts to assert themselves fail over
and over again and when people lose a sense of control over what happens to them
(at least in relationship to their partner). As a result, they give up and let others have
power and control over their lives.
Learned helplessness is particularly problematic for women with disabilities
and people with intellectual disabilities. In U.S. society, women more often than
men are taught to be compliant and are discouraged from being assertive (Carlson;
1998; Chenowith, 1997; Milberger et al., 2003; Nosek et al., 1997; Saxton et al., 2001).
As a result, women with disabilities are more likely to remain in abusive relationships. Services for people with intellectual disabilities emphasize compliance,
giving people very little decision-making power and control (Baladerian, 1997;
Carlson, 1997; Chenowith, 1997; Furey, 1994; McCarthy & Thompson, 1996; Sobsey,
1994). Compliance is often highly valued and rewarded by parents and professionals alike. Learned helplessness, reinforced by compliance training, leads to learned
compliance. What do you think happens when people reinforced for complying
with the instructions of parents, teachers, bus drivers, and other care providers—
really anyone in a position of authority—encounter someone who wants to abuse
them? What are the chances that they will resist the abuse?
One care provider who worked with women with intellectual disabilities
explained the problem:
We teach women to do everything we say—”sit and have your dinner,” “go to the
toilet,” “put that cup down,” etc. So, when a new person says, “take your dress off,”
of course the woman will comply because that is what we have taught her to do.
So many people with disabilities cannot distinguish between when it is OK and when
is it not OK to do that. (Chenowith, 1997, p. 35)

Many people with disabilities, particularly people with intellectual disabilities,
have learned to comply with the directions of people they believe are in positions
of authority—which can be just about anyone. As a result they are less likely to
resist and report abuse.

LOW SELF-ESTEEM
Self-esteem refers to a person’s own sense of worth. People who have low selfesteem have a poor self-concept: they don’t feel good about themselves and have
negative feelings about their own worth and abilities.
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Ask Yourself…
Do I know anyone who I think has low self-esteem? How can I tell that they have a
poor self-concept?
How does being abused affect how people feel about themselves?
How does low self-esteem prevent people from getting out of abusive relationships or
abusive situations?
One factor contributing to low self-esteem of people with disabilities is their
lack of independence and self-sufficiency. In the United States independence and
self-reliance are highly valued. Because many people with disabilities require some
assistance, they are often viewed as inadequate, never achieving the independence
so highly valued in our society (Collins & Valentine, 2003). The truth is no individual, with or without disabilities, is completely independent or self-sufficient. Yet,
for people with disabilities the failure to live up to the mythical standard of independence may have a negative impact on their sense of self-worth.
Low self-esteem for both men and women with disabilities also comes from
being undervalued in our society (Antle, 2004; Calderbank, 2000; Guidry Tyiska,
1998; Nosek et al., 1997). In our society difference is often viewed negatively and
people who are different are often viewed as second-class citizens. Women with
disabilities are particularly vulnerable to low self-esteem because they tend to
be valued even less in our society than men with disabilities (Carlson, 1998;
Chenowith, 1997; Hassouneh-Phillips, 2005; Hassouneh-Phillips & McNeff, 2005;
Nosek et al., 2001). People with disabilities, particularly women who do not fit the
standard of beauty in our society, often have poor body image. Poor body image can
result in self-hate and a willingness to accept abusive treatment. Low self-esteem
and the belief that no one else would be attracted to them is one reason that some
women with disabilities stay in abusive relationships. One woman with a physical
disability acquired later in her life talked about her own sense of self-worth:
I’ve had relationships with people that I really wasn’t all that attracted to and probably
wouldn’t have before my accident.…setting my standards lower thinking that as a
woman with a disability, I would not be a partner or seen as a woman who is worthy.
(Hassouneh-Phillips & McNeff, 2005, pp. 236–237)

Some women may decide that bad feelings are better than no feelings. Some
women may decide that an abusive relationship with a partner is better than no
relationship.
Low self-esteem can result from or contribute to emotional or psychological
abuse. Abusers emotionally beat up their victims by repeatedly telling them
that they are worthless, ugly, stupid, and other harmful messages. One woman
with a physical disability explained: “[The abuse was] not so much physical
as mental. He was very good at the mental game. And I was very fortunate that
he married me…” (Hassouneh-Phillips, 2005, p. 77). The interviewer then
asked, “That’s what he kept telling you?” The woman responded, “Oh yeah and
that nobody would ever want me…and my self-esteem level…was nothing”
(Hassouneh-Phillips, 2005, p. 77).
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When victims of violence and abuse are also socially isolated they have little
opportunity to hear positive messages to make up for the negative messages. Low
self-esteem is a personal barrier that is directly caused by and reinforced by other
people and the broader society.

SELF-BLAME

?

Ask Yourself…
Have I ever blamed myself for something that I knew was not my fault?
Why would someone who is being abused blame him- or herself for causing the abuse?
Why would someone with a disability who is being abused blame him- or herself for
causing the abuse?
Self-blame refers to blaming one’s self for being abused. Self-blame is not
unique to people with disabilities. You already know that self-blame is one of the
symptoms of Battered Woman Syndrome (BWS). Women in U.S. society are traditionally viewed as responsible for the family, home, and relationships. One of the
problems with self-blame is that women who blame themselves for the abuse are
more likely to deal with the problem on their own and believe that they can fix the
problem (Liang, Goodman, Tummala-Narra & Weintraub, 2005). Assuming responsibility for the abuse may be linked to the role of women as nurturers and fixers of
relationships. People who blame themselves keep abusers from taking responsibility for their abusive behavior and prolong the abuse.
For people with disabilities, self-blame is also related to their disability. You are
already familiar with many of the negative attitudes about people with disabilities.
Self-blame is directly linked to the belief that people with disabilities are a burden
on society. This view of one’s self as a burden is particularly harmful when people
with disabilities must rely on care providers for support (Saxton et al., 2001). When
people with disabilities come to believe that they are a burden, they are more likely
to blame themselves for the abuse. Some people may minimize their needs, fearing
that they are a burden. Some people may feel too embarrassed to keep asking for
assistance. Some people may even believe that they deserve to be abused. One man
with a disability talked about feeling like a burden because he had to depend upon
his daughter for care:
My daughter resented having to do my care.…but I—we’re stuck. What do we do?…
I feel mortified that I have to do this [rely on her]. But I’ve got to get on with things.
How do you carry that [burden], deal with it? It’s tricky. (Saxton et al., 2006, p. 8)

As you are already aware, there is very limited information about the experiences of men with disabilities who are abused. However, we do know that selfblame is common among men (without disabilities) who have been sexually
abused. Men tend to blame themselves for “instigating the abuse,” “for failing to
protect themselves,” and “for not telling anyone about the abuse” (Romano & De
Luca, 2006, p. 76). One man with a physical disability talked about how the way
that men are viewed in our society contributes to staying silent and may contribute
to self-blame:
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Society has always imposed on men that we are supposed to be able to defend
ourselves and handle ourselves, and if physically come at, we are supposed to be able
to punch them out. I can’t punch them out. It’s very emasculating…to tell somebody,
“I was abused by this person. ‘’… [Disabled] men have a tendency to just swallow
it and stay silent.” (Saxton et al., 2006, p. 9)

Self-blame is a personal barrier that is created by and reinforced by other
people and the broader society. Societal expectations for men and women seem
to contribute to the reasons that both men and women with disabilities who are
victims of violence and abuse blame themselves.

DENIAL
Denial is the refusal to face the reality of a painful event or life situation.

?

Ask Yourself…
Have I ever been in denial about some situation in my life? What did I say to myself
or others to minimize the situation?
Have I ever known someone who was in denial about some situation in their life?
What have I heard other people say to minimize the situation?
Why would someone who is being abused be in denial about the abuse or the severity
of the abuse?
Until a person is ready to get help to stop the abuse, fully acknowledging the
reality of the situation can be too much for some people to handle. Short-term
denial can help victims live through the abuse—in this sense it is a helpful coping
strategy. However, using denial over a long period of time is a problem (Liang et
al., 2005; Womendez & Schneiderman, 1991).
Some women who are in denial about domestic violence may downplay
the abuse by describing it as an unusual event. They may also deny the severity of
the abuse by comparing their abuse with the abuse experienced by other people
that they know (Liang et al., 2005). Victims of violence and abuse might make
minimizing statements, such as these:
• It wasn’t really that bad.
• I shouldn’t have made him so mad (also a self-blame statement).
• She didn’t mean to hurt me. She was just upset.
• He only gets this way when he drinks.
• If I wasn’t such a burden, he wouldn’t have hit me (also a self-blame statement).
People who are in denial are less likely to seek help; therefore, they put up with
abuse for long periods of time, causing more harm to themselves.
The Walker Cycle Theory of Violence talks about the honeymoon or lovingcontrition phase of the domestic violence cycle. You will recall that during this
phase, abusers will try to make up with their victims by apologizing, buying gifts,
making promises, and treating the person with kindness and affection. The periods
of niceness reinforce the denial because victims think that the abusers have the
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ability to change. As a result, plans to get out of abusive situations get delayed over
and over again. This pattern of abuse, warmth, and delaying taking action is particularly dangerous. In most cases the abuse increases in severity and duration
and victims’ feelings of positive self-worth decrease, making it more difficult to
get out of the situation. You will also recall from Chapter 2 that there is some
research that shows that the honeymoon phase of domestic violence may not apply
to women with disabilities who are in abusive relationships (Copel, 2006). This
means that without the period of niceness to reinforce the belief that the abuser can
change, denial may affect women with disabilities who are in abusive relationships
differently than it affects women without disabilities. Research is needed to learn
more about how the cycle of violence and denial applies to women and men with
disabilities.

SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY TO OTHERS

?

Ask Yourself…
Have I ever done something that I did not think was good for me out of a sense
of responsibility to other people?
Do I know anyone who put up with abuse out of a sense of responsibility to other
people?
A sense of responsibility to others refers to putting up with violence
and abuse, willingly or through intimidation (threats, bullying), for the greater
good of family or others. This issue may affect women more than men in our society. In many cultures, including the mainstream U.S. culture, women are expected
to take care of the family. This is especially true in cultures that value collectivism,
meaning individual needs are outweighed by the needs of the entire family
(Liang et al., 2005, p. 76). In cases of domestic violence, women with and without
disabilities may put up with the abuse for the sake of the children and to keep
the family together. For some women the stigma of divorce is so great that it is
better to stay in a bad marriage than to be seen as responsible for the breakup of
the family or to be labeled as a bad person. Leaving the abuser may mean having
to raise the children alone. Leaving an abusive partner may also result in homelessness, financial insecurity, and poverty for female victims and their children
(Liang et al., 2005).
A sense of responsibility to others also applies to other types of family relationships. Some people with disabilities may be reluctant to report an abusive
family member out of concern for the financial well-being of the family. For example, some families need the cash benefits of adult or minor-age children with
disabilities to help support the family. People with disabilities may be unwilling to
report an abusive family member out of fear that they will be removed from the
home, which could have negative financial consequences for the rest of the family.
If the abuser is the primary money earner, the victim or other family members may
not report the abuse in order to keep the family from becoming poorer.
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FEAR
We have all experienced fear in our lives. Fear is an unpleasant feeling of worry or
uneasiness caused by actual danger or the possibility of danger. Fear is a very powerful personal barrier. Fear can be very immobilizing—a person feels stuck, unable
to make a decision, unable to take control of his or her life.

?

Ask Yourself…
What is the most frightening experience that I have ever had in my life?
How did I respond to the fear?
Why would someone who is being abused be afraid to report the abuse? What are the
reasons or causes of the fear?
Fear keeps people who are in abusive situations from getting help to stop
the violence and abuse. Fear is another one of the personal barriers that is directly
caused by other people or systems. We each are affected differently by fear.
Some people are more negatively affected by frightening people and situations.
There are many reasons or causes of the fear that people who are abused experience. Let’s look at three specific causes of fear and how they affect people with
disabilities: fear of retaliation, fear of the unknown, and fear of losing custody
of children.

Fear of Retaliation
Retaliation means purposely harming someone in order to get even or get
back at the person for something that they have done to you. Fear of retaliation
is being afraid that the abuser or someone trying to protect the abuser will hurt
you in order to get back at you for reporting the abuse. In Chapter 4 you learned
about the retaliation some care providers experienced when they reported the
abusive actions of co-workers. One personal assistant described being intimidated
into keeping quiet: “I was told to say nothing. If I reported anything then it
was made clear to me that I would have to take the consequences” (Cambridge,
1999, p. 295).
People with and without disabilities may not get help because of fear
of retaliation by the abuser and by other people who do not want the abuse
disclosed (Andrews & Veronen, 1993; Carlson, 1997; Carlson, 1998; Liang et al.,
2005; Powers et al., 2002). Abuse victims fear for their physical safety. When
abuse victims have children, they also fear for the physical safety of their children.
Fear of retaliation is a very real concern. The fear lives within the mind of the
victim, but it is caused by the abuser. The time immediately after leaving an
abuser and after getting an Order for Protection (OFP) is a particularly dangerous
time for victims of domestic violence (Campbell et al., 2003; National Coalition
Against Domestic Violence [NCDV], 2007). Unless victims can be certain that
they will be protected from further violence and abuse, some may choose to remain
silent.
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Fear of the Unknown
In the words of a person with a disability who was abused by a care provider: “The
devil you know is better than the devil you don’t know” (Saxton et al., 2001, p. 408).
Fear of the unknown usually involves feeling uncertain about your future. Fear
of the unknown lives within the mind of the person, which is why it is a personal
barrier. But it is created by other people and systems. In the case of abuse victims,
fear of the unknown is the fear of what will happen to them if they report the abuse.
For example, people with disabilities who use personal assistants (PA) must weigh
the pros and cons of getting rid of an abusive PA. It is possible that the next
PA might be worse (Saxton et al., 2001, p. 408). People with disabilities may be
reluctant to report because they do not know how adult protection services (APS)
and the criminal justice system will respond and what the outcome will be for
them. People with disabilities often fear being removed from their home and
institutionalized against their will.

Fear of Losing Custody of Children
We know that fear of losing custody of children is a very powerful motivator for
women to stay in abusive relationships. How this fear affects men has not been adequately researched. Women with disabilities are often not viewed favorably in the
court system in child custody cases (Guidry Tyiska, 1998; Nosek et al., 1997).
Women with disabilities may lack money to hire lawyers who will strongly represent them in a custody battle. Abusers may claim women with disabilities are unfit
to be mothers because of their disabilities. Some courts have awarded custody to
abusers based on the belief that children are better off with a father without a disability than with a mother with a disability (Guidry Tyiska, 1998, p. 7). Women with
disabilities, fearing that the court will award custody to their abusers, may choose
to stay in abusive relationships in order to protect their children. It is only when the
children become the targets of the abuse that some women contact the police and
leave with their children.

LACK OF KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS
Lack of knowledge and skills refers to not having the information and skills
needed to prevent violence and abuse. Based upon what you have learned so far,

?

Ask Yourself…
What kind of information would be helpful to you in order to prevent an abusive
situation?
What are the reasons some people with disabilities lack knowledge and skills to
prevent abuse?
In order to answer the second question, think about the issue of power and
control. People with disabilities may not get the knowledge and skills they need
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because other people in positions of power control their lives. Think about the systemic barriers—organizational and societal—that you learned about in Chapter 4.
Systemic barriers limit opportunities and access to information.
Now let’s think about the first question. Read what one woman with a
disability said about how lack of knowledge influenced her life:
I wasn’t able to say, “knock it off” to my family who was doing my personal care.
I thought it was normal to be tossed around in my chair. To have a comb dragged
through my hair so it comes out. To be left on a toilet for an hour. It took me about
five years of hiring people, when I realized that I didn’t have to accept those things.”
(Saxton et al., 2001, p. 403)

The most basic information people need is to be able to recognize that how they are
being treated is abusive. People also need to know that they do not have to put up
with abuse.
Throughout this book you are learning about the knowledge and skills that
you need to prevent violence and abuse. Because of systemic barriers many people
with disabilities do not get the information and experiences in life that they need
to protect themselves. Areas that people with disabilities lack knowledge and skills
in include
• Where to go to get help
• How to make healthy decisions about sexual activities and intimate relationships
• Personal safety skills and ways to decrease their risk for abuse
• Assertiveness skills
• Effective communication skills
• Problem-solving skills
Lack of knowledge and skills is another personal barrier that is directly caused by
other people and the broader society.

POVERTY
You already know that people with disabilities are more likely to be less educated,
underemployed, unemployed, and poorer than people without disabilities. Refer
back to the information about economic barriers presented in Chapter 4. The causes
of poverty are complex. The people who study poverty do not all agree on the
causes. Some people believe that people are poor because of personal failure that
includes characteristics such as laziness and lack of marketable work skills. Some
people believe that people are poor because of societal problems such as discrimination and policies that maintain the status quo (the rich stay rich, the poor stay
poor). The reasons that a particular person with a disability is poor may be a combination of personal and societal causes. One of the reasons that the Americans
with Disabilities Act (PL 100-336) was passed was to eliminate discrimination in the
workplace, to help people with disabilities avoid poverty.
You should already know the connection between poverty and abuse.
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Ask Yourself…
How does poverty make an abusive situation worse?
Do I know anyone who stayed in an abusive relationship or situation because they
were poor, or because they were afraid of becoming poor?
People who obtain greater financial independence and security are able to
have more control over their lives. Financial independence gives you greater
freedom in choosing where you live, whom you live with, and how you live your
life. Poverty limits the options to get out of abusive or potentially abusive relationships and situations. As with all of the other personal barriers, poverty is a personal
barrier that is caused by and made worse by systemic barriers.

Final Thoughts About Personal Barriers
Personal barriers are very powerful obstacles to ending violence and abuse. The
personal barriers are interconnected with one another, meaning they influence and
reinforce one another. In most cases, several kinds of personal barriers are working
against a person who is being abused. The longer people remain in abusive situations, the more ingrained the personal barriers become and the more difficult it is
to end the abuse. Let’s apply what you have learned to Joyce’s Story.

LEARNING ACTIVITY

Identifying Personal Barriers
Reread Joyce’s story. Refer to Figure 5.1 for a checklist of personal barriers that were covered in this chapter. Think about the personal barriers that might have affected Joyce’s ability to end the abusive relationship with her husband.

Joyce’s Story
Joyce is a woman with multiple sclerosis who met her husband while they were in
college. The domestic violence began after they were married. “He seemed to care
so much about me. He got a little jealous. Well, that was supposed to happen, right,
after all he was in love with me. It started out with the controlling aspect. In other
words, he wanted to know who I was with—where I was all the time. Constant
jealousy…” Verbal abuse escalated into physical and psychological abuse. “Every
house we ever lived in had either a hole in a wall or a hole in the door. He would
always say, ‘If you hadn’t made me so mad I wouldn’t have done it.’ And he said,
‘You know I’ll get the kids.…cause all I have to do is go and prove that you’re disabled and I’ll get the children.’ Toward the end he had pushed me down, and of
course he said, “You know with your MS you’re so damn clumsy you just fell
down. In time I began to pull back, thinking, ‘I have got to get myself and my
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daughters out of this.’ And when it got right down to it, it was a very scary time.
I knew at that point that leaving is usually the most dangerous, and I knew he
was getting more and more violent toward me and threatening more violence”
(Fitzsimons, 2005, p. 25).
Place an “X” next to all of the personal barriers that you think might have
affected Joyce (see Figure 5.1). Write down or ask someone to write down for you
your ideas about how each personal barrier you selected affected her.

Thoughts About Joyce’s Story
The purpose of this learning activity is to help you think more deeply about
personal barriers and to give you a chance to apply what you have learned. Refer
to the answer sheet on pages 184 and 185 for the author’s thoughts about how the

___ Learned helplessness

___ Low self-esteem

___ Self-blame

___ Denial

___ Sense of responsibility to others

___ Fear of retaliation

___ Fear of the unknown

___ Fear of losing custody of children

___ Lack of knowledge and skills

___ Poverty

Combating Violence and Abuse of People with Disabilities: A Call to Action by Nancy M. Fitzsimons.
Copyright © 2009 Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., Inc. All rights reserved.
Figure 5.1.

Checklist of personal barriers to preventing violence to and abuse of people with disabilities.
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personal barriers apply to Joyce. Most of the personal barriers affected Joyce to
some degree. It is very likely that low-self esteem, self-blame, fear of retaliation,
and fear of losing custody of her children were particularly strong personal barriers for Joyce.

WEB OF POWER AND CONTROL
As a group, personal barriers and systemic barriers are very powerful obstacles to
ending violence and abuse. Think about the systemic barriers that you thought
applied to Joyce. Imagine how powerless and overwhelmed Joyce must have felt.
Imagine how difficult it must have been for Joyce to break free from her husband’s
web of power and control.

?

Ask Yourself…
What does the phrase web of power and control mean to me?
What image comes to my mind when I think of a web of power and control?
The idea of a web of power and control comes from the Taking Charge: Responding to Abuse, Neglect, and Financial Exploitation curriculum (Fitzsimons-Cova et al.,
2000). The web of power and control provides a way for people to visually understand how the power and control of an abuser along with systemic and personal
barriers make it difficult for victims to break free from abuse. A modified version of
the web of power and control is used in this book.
Take a look at the web of power and control depicted in Figure 5.2. A person
who is a victim of violence and abuse may feel like an insect trapped in a spider’s
web. Let’s look at each part of the web.
• The spider represents the abuser. The spider weaves its web in order to capture
an insect, which represents the victim.
• The strands of the web represent the systemic barriers. The larger the web is, the
greater the number of systemic barriers that exist. The larger the web becomes
the more difficult it is for the insect to break free.
• The insect is caught in the web of systemic barriers, but also each time the insect
tries to break free and fails it becomes more entangled in the web. This selfentanglement represents personal barriers.
Now let’s think about how the web of power and control applies to people with
disabilities.
• Abusers use their power to control their victims.
• Systemic barriers make it difficult for victims to stop the abuse.
• Each time the system fails to protect and serve victims, they become more
hopeless.
• Abusers rely on systemic barriers to maintain their power and control. Abusers
become more empowered and continue to abuse their victims.
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Figure 5.2. This “web” of power and control illustrates how the power and control of an abuser, along with the systemic
and personal barriers, make it difficult for a victim to break free from abuse. (From Fitzsimons-Cova, N., Drum, C., Keys, C.,
Wonderlich, M., & Horner-Johnson, W. [2000]. Taking charge: Responding to abuse, neglect, and financial exploitation.
Chicago: Institute on Disability and Human Development, Department of Disability and Human Development, University of
Illinois at Chicago. Adapted by permission.)

• Chronic abuse further demoralizes victims. Personal barriers become even
more ingrained and harmful to victims.
• Over time the victim becomes more and more entangled in the abuser’s web of
power and control.
Here is the good news. People with disabilities are not insects forever trapped
under the control of a spider. With knowledge, skills, and supports, people
with disabilities can break free from their abuser’s web of power and control
(Fitzsimons-Cova et al., 2000, p. 51).

FINAL THOUGHTS
Let’s revisit the definition of personal barriers used in this book. Personal barriers
are the lack of knowledge and skills and the negative thoughts, feelings, beliefs,
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and fears within a person that result in disempowerment. Personal barriers are very
powerful obstacles to ending violence and abuse. While personal barriers exist
within the person, they are created by and reinforced by other people and systems.
Think back to the three major needs of victims discussed in Chapter 3: to feel
safe, to express their emotions, and to know what comes next. Use your understanding of personal barriers to help you support the needs of people with disabilities you know who are being abused or are in a potentially abusive relationship or
situation. Listen to and validate people’s fears. Help people think through their
options. Support people in making decisions that are best for them at that point in
their lives. Forcing or bullying people into reporting or leaving abusers may feel no
different than how they are treated by their abusers. People who are considered
vulnerable adults under the law have less control over their lives when abuse is
discovered. If you are a mandated reporter you should inform people with disabilities about your responsibility to report abuse. However, you should also try to
empower people considered vulnerable adults as much as possible as their cases
work their way through the adult protection and/or criminal justice systems.
If you are a person with a disability who is being or has been abused,
you know that your experience is not unique. You probably have a much better
appreciation for why people with disabilities remain silent and stay in abusive relationships or situations. Individual and collective advocacy and self-advocacy break
down barriers and change systems. Let’s move on to examining the systems most
directly involved in protecting and serving victims and in promoting equal justice
under the law.

RESOURCES
Web Sites
The Minnesota Center Against Violence and Abuse (MINCAVA) is an electronic
clearinghouse of publications pertaining to violence and abuse. Go to http://www.
mincava.umn.edu/. Under Domestic Violence and Sexual Violence are disability links to
obtain publications pertaining to people with disabilities.
The National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence has many useful publications.
Go to http://www.ncdsv.org. Under Resources click on Publications. Click on People with
Disabilities to obtain publications specifically about domestic and sexual violence of
people with disabilities.
The Wisconsin Coalition Against Domestic Violence (WCADV) has many useful publications. Go to http://www.wcadv.org/. Under Publications click on Aging and Disabilities to
obtain publications specifically about domestic and sexual violence of people with
disabilities.
SafePlace has an array of resources dealing with domestic and sexual violence, including a
Deaf Services program and a Disability Services program that specialize in counseling
victims of violence and abuse. Go to http://www.safeplace.org/
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